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Book Reviews
Ethics After Idealism: Theory-Culture-Ethnicity-Reading.
By Rey Chow. Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1998. xxiii+235pp. ISBN 0-253-33363-6 (cloth); ISBN 0- 
253-21155-8 (paperback).
Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms: Cultural Fever，
Avant-Garde Fiction and the New Chinese Cinema. By 
Xudong Zhang. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1997. xiv+431 pp. ISBN 0-8223-1853-9.
In 1993 I started work on my doctoral research. Having 
originally decided to investigate legal discourse and women's 
issues in the regulations and recommendations of the European 
Community, I was now on an entirely different tack. In the winter 
of 1992 I had met two women, Ning Ying and Li Shaohong, both 寧瀛李少紅 
film-makers from the People's Republic of China. Their personal 
brilliance and the quality of their work were overwhelming. I 
changed my mind, applied to a different university, and was now 
starting work on a dissertation on women, public space, and 
Chinese film in the 1980s and 1990s. What happened in those 
few months between meeting Li and Ning Ying and enrolling as 
a doctoral student was crucial to my work and to my 
understanding of how to write about Chinese cultural production.
I was at first a bit desperate. There was very little “out there”一 
except a great Ph.D. thesis 
by Esther Yau and a couple 
of (very good) collections of 
essays. There was also a 
continuing divide between 
film analysis and political 
analysis, a gap which 
strikes at the heart of 
fem inist work on any 
aspect of culture or social 
history. Then I came across 
an essay by Rey Chow,
“Ethics after Idealism.” It 
made all the difference.
Jot/ma/ o f Moctem /Jterafure /Vi Ch/nese 3.2 (January 2000): 157-79 
© 2000 Lingnan University
158 Stephanie Hemelryk Donald
Here was a writer who had grasped the slippery nature of the 
relationships between cultural politics, cultural philosophy and 
academic discourse. Here was an intellectual voice that was 
clear, determined and quite scratchy. The essay offered several 
liberatory possibilities. It took on ethics and politics as 
determinate parts of the same journey. It allowed miscegenation 
between the Lacanians and a Chinese text. Most of all this was 
a work of philosophical rigor that also spoke to the newcomer in 
cultural analysis. I had come from a background of Chinese 
studies, European cultural politics, and ten years as an actor in 
the United Kingdom. I found Chow’s work extraordinary in its 
directness, and perhaps also，in the writer’s willingness to put 
herself into the text. It read to me like a performance, and I for 
one appreciated the courage and legibility that the written 
performance produced.
Seven years later, things have changed dramatically. The 
field of Chinese cultural studies is large, diverse and growing in 
international stature. A graduate student now has a host of 
writers to choose from as mentors in the development of her 
work. It seems, at least from my (now) Australian perspective, 
absolutely perverse to conceive of film studies without 
considering Chinese film cultures, to engage with modernity in 
any aspect without at least noting the modernities of the Chinese 
century. Re-reading Chow in her 1998 book Ethics After Idealism 
reminds me of the exponential achievements of the field and of 
its writers. The book is concerned to take the idealism out of 
Otherness and replace it with an ethics of ownership and 
responsibility. Her readings are therefore always particular to the 
cultural object in question. Otherness or the subaltern-as-such is 
subject to scrutiny, which is an acknowledgement of complexity 
in the work (films, literature and political philosophy), the writer 
and the readers. In one place she attacks Fanon for his 
reiteration of women as sexual Others. She redefines the 
ambiguities of M. Butterfly (the play/film of Henry David Hwang), 
arguing that Hwang's achievement is that he not only takes 
issue with white (male) enjoyment of the Puccini Butterfly^ 
sacrifice to an unworthy adventurer, but also identifies the need 
張藝謀 to “be” Other at the core of white orientalism. In an analysis of
活著 Zhang Yimou’s To /_/Ve (Hi/oz/7e 1993)，Chow shows that
Zhang’s melodrama is also an eloquent visual essay on the
Book Reviews 159
mores of survival in China. She traces the ways in which food 
punctuates disaster and survival as an organizing trope and 
recurring metaphor within the film. In an essay on Wayne 
Wang's The Joy Luck Club, Chow suggests that this multiple 
mother-daughter narrative is an affecting melodrama that can 
easily fall prey to the smothering clutches of the “ethnic film” 
market. Yet, argues Chow, the film also carries with it an internal 
critique of the failed multiculturalism of America, of which the 
endurance of ethnicity as a non-White set of categories is the 
primary symptom.
[T]he film, is, ultimately, a kind of scar. It is a mark of the 
historical discrimination against peoples of color, a sign of the 
damage they have borne alongside their continued survival.. . .  
But the scar is, as well, the mark of a representational 
ambivalence and inexhaustibility . . .  of the so-called “ethnic” 
film, which participates in our cultural politics not simply as the 
other, the alien, but also as us, as part of our ongoing fantasy 
production. The film, in other words, is a scar blown up to the 
size of a motion picture, in which we see the veins, the tissues, 
the traces, and the movements of scar formation. (Chow 1998: 
112)
Each of the cited arguments works on complementary levels of 
analysis. First, there is a respect for the particular, and for 
contingency. Second, there is the notion of the diverse audience 
and the responsibility of authorship to define its terms. Thirdly, 
there is the pleasure of the ethical and mature reflection. In the 
very powerful discussion of Fanon, Chow uses the simplest of 
logic to pursue her case,
We have by this point two seemingly contradictory descriptions 
of the woman of color: on the one hand she wants the white man 
because he is socially superior, on the other hand, she wants 
certain types of black men because they are socially inferior.. . .  
[T]his construction, because it admits women as sexuality and 
nothing more, leaves no room for the woman of color to retain 
her membership among her own racial/ethnic community. (Chow 
1998: 67)
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Chow’s charge against Fanon is that he uses women as a 
discursive figure in a mechanism of Othering, which replicates 
the strategies of colonial patriarchy. By contrast Amy Tan’s novel 
The Joy Luck Club succeeds in critical and self-aware 
participation in the paradigms of masculinist narrative control. 
The scar on the mother's neck is the sign of ethical fury which 
Chow demands from intellectual work. The scar of ambivalence 
and argument which is the scratchy part of Chow is what makes 
her such an important member of the academic and pedagogic 
environment. As a general frame to the book, she sets out her 
agenda quite openly. Chow defends cultural studies as a 
necessary political field of engagement in contemporary 
teaching and research. After all, if there is a version of cultural 
studies which resorts to sloppy politics and careless, ahistorical 
analysis, let us just call it poor work. Cultural studies does not 
need to be defined by its failures. It is better understood by its 
successes. What this book offers is a series of models for writing 
culture. We find an insistence on history, on philosophical 
reflection, on particularity, and on the ethics of responsibility in 
cultural production. It is good act to follow.
Xudong Zhang’s large and ambitious description of 
Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms (1997) moves 
between literary theory and cultural studies as I have defined it. 
Divided into two books, Zhang tackles first, "'Literary and Cultural 
Interventions” and second，“Politics of the Visual Encounter, I 
格非 was particularly struck by the literary readings of Ge Fei’s 
novellas. He describes “Recollections of Mr_ Wuyou” in relation 
魯迅 to the modernist classic, Lu Xun’s “New Year’s Eve,” pointing to 
the continuing features of modern writing in China: temporal 
shifts, self-absorption, and an indistinct-ness, or unease, at the 
heart of the plot. He does not refer to the other, glaring, attribute 
of modernist and avant-garde fiction, which is the propensity of 
urban intellectuals to write of the countryside in ways which 
effectively “other” the peasant and rural history. In this respect 
the texts could be examined under Chow's microscope and 
found wanting. Nevertheless, Zhang's analysis is itself poetic 
and thus an effective channel to the mournfulness of much 
contemporary Chinese fiction. In tone and style this book 
captures the mixture of nostalgia, violence, and tortuous 
complexity of intellectual engagement with the modern self in
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modern China. Zhang describes Ge Fei’s work as a “narrative 
labyrinth," a ''semiotic shelter in which time, memory and history 
can seek refuge” （Zhang 1997: 167). Zhang too “seeks shelter” 
from the enormity of contemporary time. He writes his own 
labyrinth of theoretical description, which is not an easy read. 
This is hardly a criticism, however. Zhang has taken on the 
subject of his research and embodied it in his own writing. 
Without committing the faux pas of commending a kind of 
phenomenological authenticity, perhaps I can just comment that 
Zhang has achieved what he sets out to do, which is to develop 
literary theoretical paradigms from the form of the works they 
seek to analyse: I(l will seek in this chapter to turn the dialectic at 
work in Ge Fei’s writing into a critical mode of thinking that aims 
at the historical truth content of modernism” （Zhang 1997: 163).
I admit that I am not at all sure what “truth content” could 
be as an isolated factor in any instance of cultural production. In 
order to make my own sense of Zhang's arguments I have 
translated this into “an informed appreciation of the 
contingencies of production and reception.” （Sorry，media 
studies professionals need their jargon too!). Once comfortable 
in the idiom of the writing, I drew these truths from Book 1: 
Modernist writing draws heavily on the memories of the literary 
and socialist agendas of pre-Liberation writers. However, new 
schools of writing (e.g., the Misty poets, the roots-seekers, the 
New Generation) combine successively to demonstrate a deep 
need for naming and re-naming a new modernity in culture. 
More explicitly, they are bound to a teleology of opposition to the 
remnants and reconfigurations of socia list realism and 
revolutionary melodramatics, which their literary forebears 
parented in the twenties and thirties (Zhang 1997: 113).
In Book 2, Zhang turns his attention to Chinese film of the 
1980s. Here he produces an articulate critique of truth-telling. In 
a discussion of the form and coding of the national in modernist 
film，he notes that “truth” tends to be conflated with social 
observation and detailed accuracy in the mise en scene of the 
film and the scripting of the characters and plot. The effect of this 
is a masking of ideological objectives within social realism, and a 
refusal of international film codes as anti-national. His argument 
can be reinforced by looking again at my own starting points. In 
Li Shaohong^ work there is an adroit combination of legibility
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and specificity. In Bloody Morning she tells a Marquez story 
within the geography of a Chinese rural village. Rather like Ge 
Fei’s Wuyou novella, the main player is an intellectual caught at 
a loss in rural surroundings. In both cases the man is brutally 
murdered and the plot of the film remembers the incidents 
leading up to his death. As with her later films, Family Portrait 
and Blush, Li addresses the spectator as both Chinese and non- 
Chinese. She works as an international director with a 
complexity of motivations and local concerns. It seems to me 
that by turning to this woman director Zhang’s points would be 
answered and reinforced. National cinema can indeed bear the 
scar of modernism, and yet also take its challenge to the 
dangerous embrace of “ethnic film” audiences in the American 
and European Wests. In his final paragraph Zhang hints at the 
value of synthetics in cinema, as he signs off with the 
acknowledgement that success grows from the failure of the 
early ideals and directions of cultural movements (Zhang 1997: 
388). Maybe, we could call this conclusion: the ethics of maturity 
in the wake of idealism?
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